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        Tho’ much is taken, much abides; and tho’

        We are not now that strength which in old days

        Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are;

        One equal temper of heroic hearts,

        Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

        To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.

        —“Ulysses,” Lord Tennyson
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        Hampford Castle, England

        Christmas Eve, 1805

      

      

      Sunny ducked out of the room when the Stringham family began to hand each other gifts. Walking down a long, drafty hall, he almost regretted accepting Wick’s invitation to come home with him for the holidays. Not that he had wanted to go to his ducal seat, Sunderland House. It was like visiting the crypt of a church. Silent and cold. None of the clocks had moved since his father’s death eighteen years before. Black curtains shrouded every window, and the furniture was hidden under holland covers. The only visitors were the ghosts that haunted the halls. There were no other people except the servants and his mother, who behaved as if her sole purpose in life was to mourn her extravagant and rakish late husband. His only other close family member was his uncle, who resided in London. Lord Simon Tremaine was a surly old bachelor who never missed an opportunity to tell his nephew an unflattering memory of his brother, the late duke.

      At the age of three, Sunny had become the Duke of Sunderland. He had no memories of his father, which made his mother’s lifetime of grief difficult to understand for a young boy. For all intents and purposes, Sunny had lost his mother, too, that fateful day when his father had jumped a fence while blind drunk and hit his head on a rock. Uncle Simon managed to stave off his father’s creditors by selling the unencumbered lands and smaller estates. Sunny was still not out of debt. His yearly income was five thousand pounds from his only remaining estate, which barely covered the bills, and his widowed mother kept pushing him to marry an heiress to fill the empty family coffers. Another reason why he’d chosen to accompany Wick to Hampford Castle rather than going home or to London.

      “Sunny! Where did you go?”

      Turning, he saw Wick’s little sister Mantheria. She was only sixteen years old and more beautiful than any young woman had the right to be. Her blonde hair was worn in thick ringlets around her head, and her facial shape was oval with delicate features. Long, dark lashes framed her big blue eyes. Her legs were long and coltish, but her bosom was generous, and her overall figure was certainly pleasing.

      Perhaps too pleasing. For the first time in his life, he’d tried to avoid her. She was simply too tempting.

      Mantheria reached him, breathing heavily. “Why did you leave the room so abruptly?”

      Sunny felt blood rushing to his face. He’d felt like he was intruding on their family’s holiday. Previously, he’d only stayed with the Stringhams during the summers and Easter. “I didn’t want to make you all feel uncomfortable.”

      Mantheria placed a hand on his arm. “How would you make us uncomfortable?”

      Her touch made him feel hot and off-balance. His face probably resembled a holly berry. “I didn’t want your family to feel uncomfortable because you didn’t have a present for me.”

      She dropped her hand from his arm and laughed in his face.

      Despite being a destitute duke, people usually did not treat him so cavalierly. Sunny wished the floor would open up and swallow him whole, saving him from the misery of being laughed at by a beautiful young woman.

      Pushing his arm, she smiled at him. “Silly gudgeon! We have a stack of presents for you. Didn’t you think Wick would tell us that you were coming?”

      He dropped his shoulders and ducked his chin before swallowing convulsively. “You bought me a present?”

      A pink tinge entered her cheeks, and Mantheria shrugged. “You’ll have to come back to the saloon and see. You have a great pile of presents there. And one of them just might be from me.”

      Feeling his pulse rushing to his ears, Sunny walked beside her, back down the long, drafty hall to the red saloon. When she opened the door, he immediately felt the heat from the room—in his core, neck, and face. It was a large apartment boasting two full hearths with blazing fires. The younger Stringham sisters were running around the room, showing their new gifts to their elder brothers and grandparents. Mantheria led him to a back table where ten presents were piled on top of each other.

      “There you are.”

      Sunny didn’t want to appear greedy, so he kept his hands at his sides and rocked slightly. “Which one is for me, Mantheria?”

      She laughed in his face again. “All of them are for you, Sunny.”

      He gulped, feeling more foolish than ever. When he was a child, Sunny and his mother had only exchanged one small gift on Christmas Eve. It had usually been something he needed for school. A pair of new boots. More paper. A new quill. Since he’d left Eton for Cambridge, his mother hadn’t bothered with any gifts. And Uncle Simon had only sent him a guinea under the seal of a letter for his birthday, and he completely ignored Christmas.

      Helen ran into him, followed by Becca. They were rambunctious little girls who always seemed to have wild creatures in their pockets. Sunny liked them very much and almost wished that he had little sisters. His attitude brightened.

      “Have you seen, Sir Guinea Pig?” Becca demanded.

      Helen pointed under the table. “He’s that way!”

      Bumping him again, both girls dove past him and underneath the table. Becca emerged with a furball in her arms. It appeared to be a large rodent of some type, with a pink nose and claw-like feet. She was petting it like a cat. “There, there, Sir Guinea. I am sure Wick didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “I’m pretty sure that he did,” Helen said sourly, sticking her tongue out at her brother.

      Wick, their eldest brother and his best friend, didn’t seem at all offended by her action. He laughed and turned back to speak to his grandfather.

      Becca all but shoved Sunny’s present into his stomach, still holding her rodent with one arm. “This one is from me. You should open it first.”

      The gift felt heavy.

      His chest caved in. Sunny had not brought the Stringham family any gifts. The weight in his hands increased, and for a moment, Sunny feared that he might find a live creature inside the large box wrapped with paper. Happily, when he opened it, he found a book about mice.

      He picked it up. “It’s a beautiful book.”

      “Would you like me to show you my real mouse collection?” Becca offered.

      A shiver of discomfort ran down his spine.

      Mantheria laughed. “He doesn’t.”

      Helen smirked at her sister and handed Sunny another present. “This one is from me.”

      Sunny felt tongue-tied and embarrassed, but managed to peel off the expensive paper of the second gift. It was a pair of badly embroidered slippers. He thought that the orange thread might have been a lion, but he couldn’t be sure, so he didn’t say anything specific. “Thank you very much, Helen. They are very fine and useful.”

      Mantheria shyly held out a gift to him. The pinkish tinge returned to her cheeks. “Mine is less useful.”

      Sunny felt three pairs of eyes on him as he opened her gift. It was a book: Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border by Sir Walter Scott.

      “It’s my favorite book of poetry,” Mantheria said, looking at her slippers as if they were the most fascinating item in the room. Sunny was glad that he wasn’t the only person who felt embarrassed. “I hope you will enjoy it.”

      “I will treasure it.”

      He would treasure every word spoken between them. Every look. Every touch. Sunny had never fallen in love before, and it both scared and thrilled him. He felt euphoric every time that he was near Mantheria. He was so beguiled by her that he often daydreamed and lost track of time.

      Helen huffed, bringing him back to the current moment, before handing him the stack of seven presents. “You’re taking too long, Sunny. Hurry it up. We need to get on to roasting chestnuts.”

      Sunny felt the blood returning to his face with vengeance. He quickly set down the stack and opened the remaining presents as quickly as possible: a new pair of boots, chocolates, licorices, two embroidered handkerchiefs, and a golden pocket watch that must have cost a small fortune. His heart warmed at the Stringhams’ kindness. They had not only welcomed him into their home and family for the holidays, but they had also showered him with gifts for Christmas.

      He didn’t know what to say. He opened his mouth, but no words came out.

      Luckily, Sir Guinea Pig escaped from Becca’s arms and scampered between Sunny’s legs. Darting to the side, he managed not to get bowled over by the two youngest Stringhams, who chased after the hairy rodent, squealing.

      The butler, Harper, picked that inopportune moment to open the door to the room, and the guinea pig escaped.

      “Everybody, after Sir Guinea!” Becca yelled.

      To Sunny’s surprise, Wick got up and raced after his little sisters. Even the duke and duchess trailed behind in a quick shuffle, followed more sedately by his grandparents.

      Wick’s younger brother, Matthew, bumped Sunny’s shoulder with his own. “Come on, Sunny! This will be better than a fox hunt.”

      Sunny glanced at Mantheria. He felt a fluttering in his empty stomach. She’d lifted her skirts and was running for the door, but she stopped when she reached it, blocking his way out. Pointing to the mistletoe above her, Mantheria gave him a gamine grin. “You owe me a kiss.”

      There was nothing that he wanted to do more. Still, he was so nervous that his hands shook as he raised one palm to cup her soft cheek. Her skin was as delicate as a rose petal, and she smelled beautiful, too. Sunny had only kissed barmaids before, or rather, allowed them to kiss him. Such exchanges had been very pleasurable, but nothing as exciting or transcending as this moment with Mantheria.

      He leaned forward and brushed his lips over hers. She tasted sweet, and he couldn’t stop himself from pressing his mouth harder against hers. Unlike the saucy barmaids, Mantheria did not touch him as they kissed. Perhaps she did not know where to put her hands—anywhere would have been welcome. He ached for her touch. And he longed to touch her. With his free hand, he wrapped it around her waist and pulled her flush against him, hyperaware of his own body. Mantheria opened her mouth in apparent surprise, and Sunny deepened the kiss.

      The sound of scurrying paws caused them to break apart. Glancing over Mantheria’s shoulder, Sunny saw Sir Guinea Pig run behind her. The rest of the family would be following soon. Instinctively, he straightened his coat and touched his cravat. Mantheria’s lips were red and deliciously swollen. There was no hiding what they had done. He moistened his own lips.

      She smiled at him, and his heart thumped wildly in his chest. “I shall be seventeen next month and debut in the spring season. . . . Will you dance with me at my coming-out ball?”

      “May I have the opening quadrille?”

      “You may.”

      The Stringhams ran past the door after the errant pet. Mantheria winked at him before chasing after her sisters and brothers. Sunny trailed behind them slowly. There was something alarming about committing to dance with her. It almost felt like declaring a courtship.

      Sunny’s throat felt like it was closing in, making it difficult to breathe. His mind was overcome with a sense of dread. He had no idea how to be a good husband. His own father had died when he was only a small child, and the stories that Sunny had heard about his sire from Uncle Simon were hardly flattering. The late duke had a reputation for being a rakehell and a rascal. He’d left his heir and bereaved wife a great load of debts. And Sunny’s relationship with his mother was practically nonexistent. He had grown up in a house shrouded in black crepe and sorrow.

      How could he possibly consider courting a bright and happy debutante like Mantheria?

      His heart palpitated, and he felt tingling in his chest. Sunny decided then and there not to attend her ball. He didn’t worry about Mantheria finding a partner for the quadrille or any dance. She was the beautiful daughter of a duke with a healthy dowry. His feelings for her would fade. Of that he was certain.
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        April 7, 1806

      

      

      Sunny hadn’t come to her coming-out ball the night before. Mantheria had worn her prettiest white dress and reserved the first dance for him. Even after the guests began to arrive and Mama suggested that she find an alternate partner, Mantheria had refused. Sunny was coming. He’d kissed her thoroughly, which meant that he must intend to court her. A gentleman didn’t go about kissing unmarried ladies like that under the mistletoe. Before him, the only kisses she’d received had been on her hands or cheeks.

      At Christmastime, Mantheria felt relieved that Sunny had finally noticed her. She’d loved him for six years, ever since Wick had brought him home the first summer after Eton. Sunny had always been kind to her, but he’d treated her like one of the little girls. Which Mantheria was not. She loved her little sisters, but she couldn’t help but wish that her mother would take a firmer disciplinary hand with them. Or that she would send them to school. Mantheria had attended Miss Cluess’s girls’ school in Bath for the last three years, and she had loved it there. She thrived under the structure, schedule, and strictures. Including Miss Cluess’s favorite: The rules of Society keep us safe.

      But Sunny had not come to her ball last night.

      The string quartet had begun to play, and Mantheria was saved from acute humiliation by none other than the distinguished Duke of Glastonbury. He was the sort of handsome that made your insides feel sticky. But he must have been a great deal older than her—in his late thirties. Silver touched the black temples of his hair, and he possessed an air of confidence that Wick and his friends had yet to acquire. His suit was also very handsome, and he wore a jeweled pin on his cravat.

      Not only did the Duke of Glastonbury dance with her during the quadrille, but he’d also asked for a second dance. The supper one. Lord Glastonbury was a witty companion with a well-informed mind. And unlike her rather wild and rambunctious family, his manners were perfectly well-bred and polite. To have captured the wealthy duke’s attention for even one night was a feather in any debutante’s cap. It had almost made up for the fact that Sunny had not come to her ball. She knew that he was still studying at Cambridge, but her brother Wick had come to London for the Easter holidays.

      Why had Sunny not kept his promise?

      Mantheria stood still as her lady’s maid finished buttoning her blue riding habit and tied the ribbon of her bonnet charmingly to the side. Wick had promised to take her riding at the park today, and she could quiz him about Sunny. She thanked her lady’s maid—a delightful addition to becoming a grown woman—and walked down the stairs.

      Wick was waiting at the bottom of them. Although they were siblings, they did not resemble each other much. Wick took after Mama’s side of the family, with thick brown hair and a stockier build. Mantheria favored her father’s aristocratic features: blonde and slender.

      He groaned and narrowed his eyes at her. “Took you long enough. I’ve been waiting for over half an hour.”

      Brothers.

      Mantheria sniffed. “That is hardly a polite way to address a lady.”

      “You’re my sister.”

      “And a lady by birth and breeding.”

      Unlike their mother, who had been common before she’d married a duke. And sometimes she still brought Mantheria to a blush by her blunt words and her vulgar involvement in trade. Mama owned a perfume company and oversaw the running of it. Such behavior would have been unfortunate in a titled gentleman, but it was shocking for a lady. It went against every societal rule. Mantheria was certain that if her mother weren’t such good friends with the Prince Regent, she would be shunned by Society. As her daughter, Mantheria had received her share of snubs and digs over her mother’s eccentric behavior. And sometimes even unwanted attentions from gentlemen, such as a pinch or a grab.

      Her father didn’t follow the rules either. He was supposed to be a duke, not a poorly dressed naturalist with a menagerie of animals. Papa disliked most aristocrats, and he hated both Society and Town.

      At least Wick looked the part of a marquess. Even if he often didn’t behave like one. He was stockier than Sunny, but he dressed with the precision of a Corinthian.

      “I hope the groom is still holding the horses outside,” he grumbled, jutting his jaw out as he opened the front door for her.

      Mantheria was pleased to see that the groom was indeed still holding the horses’ bridles. Wick swung up into his seat, and Mantheria waited for the groom to help her into the sidesaddle. They walked their horses, side by side, down the London roads. Even when they reached the park, galloping was against the rules.

      Holding the reins tightly, Mantheria asked, “Did Sunny come with you to London? I didn’t see him at my ball last night.”

      Wick scowled at his little sister. He did not like going to balls, and as the eldest son of a duke with the courtesy title of marquess, he was always beset by debutantes and their matchmaking mamas who were after his title and fortune. “Yes, he did. But he was smart enough not to attend.”

      Her brother’s thoughtless words stung. Mantheria bit the side of her cheek. She had made all sorts of excuses and reasons for Sunny not coming to the ball. But she’d never considered that he’d chosen to avoid it. Her ribs seemed to tighten, and she felt a light quiver in her stomach. She would give Sunny a chance to explain. Wick didn’t know everything about his best friend. Even if he’d given Sunny his crooked nose as boys. They’d fought before they became friends.

      Once they were in the park, they allowed their horses to quicken their pace a little to a trot. If Mantheria wasn’t there, she was certain that her brother would have allowed his horse to run. Like the rest of her family, he didn’t seem to think that the rules of Society applied to him.

      Mantheria had a good seat on her horse and was happy to see several of her friends from school. She waved to some and even stopped her mare to talk to others. She and Wick were heading back home through Hyde Park when her brother spotted Sunny. He hailed his friend and rode up to him. Mantheria followed politely behind at a respectable pace. Her heart, however, was beating unnaturally fast.

      Sunny didn’t have his own horse. He was riding a hack. No doubt as a way to economize. Wick had mentioned more than once that his friend was short on funds. Despite his nickname of “Sunny,” he appeared anything but happy this morning. His brow was furrowed, and he scowled. The two friends spoke for several minutes while Mantheria remained quiet, waiting for her turn to ask for reassurances and clarification for missing their dance. Another university friend hailed her brother, and Mantheria kept her steed near Sunny’s.

      “Why didn’t you come to my ball?” she asked in a low undertone, thumbing her ear with one hand. “You promised to dance the quadrille with me.”

      “I am sorry if my absence inconvenienced you, my lady.”

      His words were formal and cold. And he did not meet her eyes. Mantheria’s heart sank. She’d imagined all sorts of excuses for Sunny.

      Surely he wasn’t indifferent to her?

      “Are you like Wick and don’t enjoy dancing?”

      Sunny finally met her eyes with his brown ones. They appeared as indifferent as his words. “I did not attend the debutante ball because I have no intention of getting married any time soon.”

      Her eyes filled with water, but she would not cry or make a scene. She was a lady. Sniffing, she tilted up her chin and cleared her throat. “Forgive my impertinence for asking.”

      The boy she had once loved said nothing. He did nothing.

      Then the Duke of Glastonbury saved her again. He rode up to them on a splendid black stallion. “Lady Mantheria, what a pleasure it is to see you in the park.”

      “The pleasure is all mine,” Mantheria managed.

      “May I escort you back to your brother?”

      Wick was nearly fifty feet away from her. He was not being a very good companion or chaperone. Although she was grateful that her brother hadn’t overheard the embarrassing exchange with Sunny. Or her futile hopes for a future with him.

      Mantheria gave the duke her best smile. “Nothing would please me more.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        May, 1805

      

      

      Mantheria was dressed from her head to toes in unrelieved black. Her husband, Alexander, the Duke of Glastonbury, was dead. Although they had been legally separated for eight years, she still mourned his passing. Her son, Andrew, had barely spoken since the funeral. He was eleven years old, but he appeared younger with a sullen expression on his face. Andrew had inherited his father’s dark hair and her bright blue eyes—they were an arresting combination. Mantheria knew that he would become a handsome young man and steal many hearts like his father had before him. She only hoped that her son would prove more faithful to his wife. Her late husband had openly kept a mistress during their brief marriage and then lived with Lady Dutton after their separation.

      She sat down on the sofa beside Andrew and bumped her shoulder against his. “You seem rather dour this morning, darling.”

      Andrew huffed. “I hate mourning. I can’t do anything.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Society’s rules of what was acceptable during mourning, especially for the death of a parent, were strict. For the next year of his life, Andrew would have to dress in black. He was not supposed to attend parties or other entertainments. But eleven-year-old boys were not meant to be somber. In Mantheria’s London home, Andrew needed to behave as befitted a new duke who had lost his father.

      But none of her family followed the rules, and perhaps Andrew might have more fun at one of their houses today.

      “What about a visit to Uncle Wick’s? I’m sure your little cousins would be happy to see you.”

      Andrew folded his arms across his narrow chest and scowled. “They’re all babies.”

      Mantheria’s eldest nephew would have been quite hurt at being considered a “baby.” But the differences between a boy of seven and one of eleven were rather large. Her brother Matthew only had little girls, and her sister Frederica’s son really was a baby.

      Sighing, she leaned her head on top of her son’s. “How about we go visit Grandpa Stringham? We can see his tropical birds in the conservatory.”

      “I don’t want to see bloody birds!”

      Her eyes rose at Andrew’s use of a curse word. He’d never cussed before, and she wondered which member of her family had taught him it. She wanted to have a word with them. “Then what do you want, darling?”

      “I want to go and see Cressy.”

      Mantheria sucked her cheeks in, feeling hot and cold all over—at the same time. Andrew’s late father had doted on him, as had his mistress, Lady Cressida Dutton, who had been more like a stepmother to him. Mantheria’s family and everyone in Society thought that the breakdown of her marriage was Lady Dutton’s fault.

      It was not.

      The fault had been entirely her own.

      Yet Alexander had taken those secrets to his grave. And Mantheria meant for them to stay buried there forever. Which was why she didn’t want Andrew to spend time with “Cressy.”

      “I’m afraid it would not be appropriate for you to see Lady Dutton now that your papa has gone to heaven,” Mantheria said carefully. “Remember, the rules of Society keep us safe, and that is why we must follow them.”

      Andrew stood up and stomped his foot. “You never let me do anything that I want to do! I want to go home.”

      Mantheria was also looking forward to the haven of Avalon Palace, but she couldn’t leave London for at least another week. “You know we must wait and stay in Town until after your Aunt Becca’s engagement party. Don’t you wish to support her?”

      “I hate London! And I hate you!” He ran to the door and slammed it closed behind him.

      Mantheria got to her feet, but she decided not to follow her son as he stomped up the stairs to the nursery. Andrew merely needed to let off some steam. She was certain that he would be his normal self by supper at the very latest. Or as normal as he could be after the loss of a parent. Grief was like living in a fog. You were unable to see anything or anyone else but your own sorrow, your need to touch and talk to that person only one more time. Then the crushing guilt of choosing to continue living without them.

      She touched the locket at her throat. Mantheria hadn’t been quite the same after she lost Elizabeth. Her better half. Her late identical twin. They had only been ten years old when her sister had contracted scarlet fever. Scarcely a year younger than her son was now.

      The last words that she spoke to Mantheria were, “Be good and watch over our little sisters.”

      Mantheria had been a wild and mischievous girl, but she’d promised her twin to be good. So she changed. And she’d done her best to watch over their three little sisters. She had tried to teach them good manners and how to behave correctly in society. The next eldest, Frederica, had ignored most of her well-meaning advice. The middle sister, Helen, had steadfastly refused any suggestions. And her youngest sister, Becca, had heeded much of what Mantheria told her, including watching her waistline. Mantheria had thought that she was helping her sister fit into Society. Only to discover days after her husband’s funeral that Becca resented her assistance. That she even felt wounded by it. Which was the last thing that Mantheria wanted. She had only wished to fulfill her promise to her dying sister, and she had failed miserably—on both counts.

      She rubbed her chest with a shaky hand. Mantheria was not good. And her attempts to watch over her sisters had led to nothing but regret. She had apologized profusely to Becca, and her sister had forgiven her, at Alexander’s deathbed request. Mantheria regretted her relationship with her late husband most of all, and in the end, he had once again rescued her from her own folly. Yet another secret she hoped to bury with Alexander.

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Come in.”

      Her butler opened the door and bowed to her. “Lord Sunderland is here to see you. Are you at home?”

      Sunny.

      Mantheria could use a little sunshine right now. Her clothes and her thoughts were dark. And she felt weak and numb. “Yes. Please send him in, McDowell.”

      Her butler bowed once more before leaving the room. Mantheria got to her feet and smoothed out the wrinkles in her black dotted gown. She was standing when Sunny entered the room. One pleasant thing about being a widow was that she no longer required a chaperone. Her butler closed the door behind him, and she was alone with her old friend and childhood love.

      He strode toward her with his hands outstretched. She eagerly met him and felt comforted when he squeezed her fingers tightly. “My poor friend. What a miserable time this must have been for you. I nearly brought you flowers, but it appears that you already have all the blooms from Covent Garden.”

      Mantheria laughed—something she would have thought impossible only moments before. But glancing over her shoulder at all of the flower offerings that covered every table in the room, she had to admit that Sunny had a point. She gave his hands one last squeeze before releasing them and gesturing to the flowers on the closest table. “Oh, Sunny, if you’d read the cards that came with them, you would have laughed yourself to stitches. They all start with condolences on the loss of my late husband, next they compliment my great beauty, and finally they declare their interest in courting me.” She snorted. “As if I would rush to wed again after making a complete muddle of my first marriage.”

      The expression on Sunny’s face was rather queer, and he rubbed his coat pocket where his quizzing glass usually was stowed. “Just so.”

      Furrowing her brow, Mantheria was certain that her dear friend didn’t understand how funny and foolish the men who gave her flowers were. “Lord Exum even sent a poem. Shall I read it to you?”

      Sunny’s smile returned, and he said brightly, “I think I might die of curiosity if you don’t.”

      Her own lips twitched upward. This was the friend that she needed during this difficult time. She picked up the card from the much-indebted Lord Exum and read:

      A dark shadow has crossed your lovely face.

      Your husband is gone, but I could take his place.

      A woman of your beauty should not be alone.

      I would be pleased to call you my own.

      Mantheria chuckled again. “Isn’t it positively dreadful?”

      Her old friend smirked back at her. “Nonsense. It’s a poetic masterpiece. I am shocked that it didn’t move you to tears.”

      “It did,” she assured him. “Tears of laughter, that is.”

      One side of his mouth quirked up. “The vultures are already circling you, my dear. I am sorrier than I can say, for the loss of your son’s father and the thoughtless behavior of my fellow peers.”

      “Truly, I feel all the better for seeing you. Won’t you sit down?”

      Sunny sat down beside her on the sofa, almost as close to her as Andrew had been. Usually, a guest would not share the same seat, but since they were such old friends, it didn’t matter. He gently took her hand in his and held it lightly on his knee. Mantheria blinked in surprise but reassured herself that her friend was merely attempting to comfort her. And even though most of her misery was her fault, she was grateful for his support.

      “How is Andrew?”

      Mantheria breathed in and out deeply, her heart beating irregularly. “Adjusting. He says very little and hasn’t cried since the night his father died. I know that he is mourning deeply, and I wish I could help him more, but he only lashes out at me.”

      “Where is he now?”

      Touching her throat, she lowered her head. “He stomped off to the nursery a quarter of an hour ago. I think I shall send a note to my father and ask him to take Andrew riding.”

      Papa seemed to be the only person that Andrew liked now. With everyone else, including her, he was churlish. Mantheria wondered if it was because her father was a man. Or that her son found solace in being with his grandfather. Their relationship had always been close. Papa loved his children and grandchildren even more than his animals. And her son, since he could toddle, had adored the animal menagerie at Hampford Castle.

      Sunny held her hand tighter. “Healing will take time, and Andrew knows how much you love him.”

      “I do.”

      “Perhaps I could take him shooting at Gunther’s or teach him archery?”

      Mantheria’s heart warmed for her dear friend who had stood by her for so long. She squeezed his hand back. “That would be wonderful. Andrew is obsessed with all things Roman since Matthew gave him soldier figurines for his last birthday. And the Roman soldiers did use bow and arrows, did they not?”

      He nodded. A smile played on his handsome lips, and Mantheria guessed that she was showing her ignorance of Greek, Latin, and the classics. Miss Cluess’s school for young ladies had barely covered history, and they had read a little Horace, but no other classical poet. They’d spent the majority of their time on comportment and manners. Miss Cluess had impressed upon her students that it was important to be a good conversationalist (and an even better listener), but that a woman should never strive to be considered a bluestocking. Overly intelligent or learned women were scorned by Society and the subject of philosophers’ ridicule, such as the influential and popular French writer Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

      Sniffing, Mantheria shook her head. “At least, I know that the Romans didn’t have pistols. So, I suppose Gunther’s is out of the question, but archery would be a wonderful distraction for Andrew. I believe that the great soldier Achilles was shot by an arrow in the ankle, and that was how he died.”

      She had Matthew to thank for that story. He’d told it to Andrew, and her son had repeated it to her at least a dozen times.

      Sunny’s lips split into a grin. “Yes, his heel, or the warrior’s one weakness that proved to be his downfall.”

      “Only one weakness? I wish that I could say the same about my own flaws.”

      A funny sort of light came into her friend’s eyes. “I do not think that you have any weaknesses or flaws.”

      Swallowing down a sigh, Mantheria did not correct him. In fact, it was rather nice that one person in the world did not find fault with her. How lucky she was to have Sunny as a friend.

      They spent the rest of the afternoon reading through the other cards sent by her would-be consolers and suitors, and they laughed until they cried.

      Mantheria was sorry to see Sunny go.

      It was as if he took all of the sunlight with him.
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        * * *

      

      Leaving Mantheria’s house in Mayfair, Sunny fingered the heirloom engagement ring that he’d so foolishly brought in his quizzing-glass pocket. He’d always been an idiot when it came to Mantheria, and he still was. She was his Achilles’ heel, but he’d learned from his childhood not to ask for love from a crying woman wearing all black.

      With a long sigh, he placed the ring back in his jacket pocket. It was much too soon after the death of her husband, even if Mantheria had been separated from Glastonbury for eight years, and Sunny had loved Mantheria for an even dozen. How he regretted missing her coming-out ball all those years ago. His regret had turned to anger when the late Duke of Glastonbury was rumored to be seeing his mistress again, only months after his marriage to Mantheria. Then anger became torment as Sunny realized how much he loved her, and that she was legally and lawfully wed to another man who did not love or appreciate her.

      His fears of marriage and his ability to be a good husband had been nothing compared to the despair of seeing the woman he loved unhappy. Surely he could have done better at being a husband and father than his own papa or Glastonbury. Sunny, at least, would not have mounted a mistress.

      Although Mantheria separated from her husband, she’d remained faithful to her marriage vows. And despite longing desperately for her, Sunny couldn’t help but respect Mantheria’s dedication. All he could do was support her in any way that she asked. Sunny had come to all of her dinner parties and danced with Mantheria at every ball. Being near her was as necessary as breathing to him.

      And she had called him a dear friend.

      Was it possible that Mantheria did not know that he still loved her? That he would always love her? Despite all of his doubts, debts, and insecurities?

      Hailing a hack, Sunny climbed in and asked the driver to take him to his London house. He would visit Mantheria tomorrow and comfort her. Day by day, he would slowly convince her that his love was even better than his friendship.
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      Mantheria didn’t dare leave her house the next day for fear of Society’s whispering tongues or the possibility of seeing unwanted suitors who pretended to care about her grief. She would not have remained in London after the funeral if Becca had not become engaged. Their sisterly relationship was still tender, and Mantheria wanted to show her love and support by attending Becca’s engagement ball. Which was only in six days. She could hide in her Mayfair town house until then.

      She would go to the ball, but she wouldn’t dance. As a new widow, she couldn’t. But Mantheria could smile and converse with her family’s guests and show her support of the marriage.

      After the ball, she and Andrew would travel to Avalon Palace, the main seat of the Duke of Glastonbury, for the majority of the summer months. It would be wonderful to be in her own home. Mantheria wouldn’t have to feel guilty for not being the wife Alexander wanted, nor for failing all four of her sisters: Frederica, Helen, Becca, and Elizabeth.

      Mantheria could simply be herself.

      And so could Andrew.

      She hadn’t seen hide nor hair of her son all morning, and it was time for luncheon. Mantheria’s heart ached for him. He’d lost his father, and he badly needed friends of his own age. Andrew played with the children of the servants and tenants at Avalon, but not in London. It was not safe for Andrew to be out and about without a groom and his governess to keep watch over him. Before now, he’d enjoyed spending time with his cousins, but it was hard to be the eldest. Mantheria knew that all too well. Once Elizabeth was gone, she had no true companion. Her other sisters had seemed too young for her confidences and too badly behaved for her trust.

      Checking the nursery, Mantheria was surprised that Andrew was not there. Nor were any of the toys he played with. She went back down the stairs to the main rooms and searched them one by one, but he was nowhere to be found. Tugging the cord, she waited impatiently for his governess to arrive.

      Miss Robinson came into the parlor and curtsied to Mantheria. She was a no-nonsense sort of woman, with a stern face and scraped-back dark hair. “Was Your Grace needing something?”

      “May I inquire where Andrew is?”

      Blinking, Robinson glanced around the room. “You said that he didn’t have to attend lessons this week. So, he went to your room this morning, Your Grace. He told me that he wanted to spend time with you. I saw him enter and shut the door behind him.”

      Mantheria’s room. She hadn’t looked there. “Thank you, Miss Robinson. I shall go and check there.”

      “Perhaps I’ll look around the house, too, Your Grace. Just to be safe. Master Andrew has been mighty quiet lately, and we don’t want the little duke getting into any mischief.”

      “No, we do not.”

      Mantheria’s pulse was beating faster than usual as she climbed the stairs a second time and opened the door to her rooms. Andrew must have entered them right after she’d gone downstairs for breakfast. Many ladies received their breakfast in bed, but Mantheria preferred to eat with her son. Except he had not been there. She’d assumed that he was sulking. He hadn’t spoken one word to her yesterday after returning from a ride with his grandfather.
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